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Abstract 
Domestic violence is a reality that haunts many women and children. How does an educator bring awareness of this problem into 
the literature classroom? How does one combine the technique of teaching critical analysis with attentiveness to a problem which 
is real and persistent? In this paper, we discuss the ways in which we blend the training of critical reading of literary works 
simultaneously with attention to the issue of domestic violence. By connecting textual materials with the private and public 
domains, students explore how texts are negotiated, interpreted and given meaning. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Domestic violence is a recurring issue which is reported in the media on a regular basis. However, this topic is 
rarely discussed in the literature classroom where more “pressing” matters such as attention to the mechanics of 
texts is privileged over awareness of social issues in our daily lives. This situation is not entirely unjustified, given 
that in a literature classroom, students should be taught the skills to analyse texts in terms of their plots, points of 
view, narrative styles, characterization, use of symbols and themes. Since literary works are mimetic of the realities 
of our daily lives, they actually present an excellent opportunity to relate texts with current contexts. Hence, 
combining the skills of critical analysis with an awareness of societal issues should be an aspect of teaching and 
learning in the literature classroom. To achieve this aim, we design the literature syllabus of a course entitled Gender 
Identities: Malaysian Perspectives to include recognition of the complexities involved in cases of domestic violence.   
It is necessary here to provide a context for this initiative. Malaysian students’ current practice of reading through 
the gender lens is heavily Eurocentric. Because feminist and gender theories are mostly developed in the West, 
undergraduate students do not show the capacity to scrutinize these ways of reading through their own local 
perspectives. Their tendency to borrow without adapting the framework to suit local texts is due to two reasons. 
First, they have not acquired the sophistication to manipulate an approach which would render it more suitable for 
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local texts and contexts. Second, they may be guided by stereotypes of gender assumptions. While borrowing from 
these theories is justifiable, the process of marginalising their own beliefs and values in the process of interpretation 
so that their reading complements with the Western concepts equates unfavourable learning outcomes which negate 
their own position. 
To begin with, we investigated their assumptions about gender through narrative essays and focus group 
interviews (Ruzy Suliza Hashim, 2010). It is found that markers such as the appearances, mannerisms, and ways of 
speaking are constantly being read as part of gender display. Although they were aware of gender stereotypes, yet 
they were bound by them through parental instruction, peer pressure, religious beliefs, and societal norms. By 
looking at the texts and local contexts, we hope to show the tension between Western perspectives and local lenses, 
and for them to make informed choices of reading perspectives. 
As students of literature, writing critically of a piece of work is crucial. However, to accompany the acquisition 
of writing skills and to ease them into higher level literature courses and technology know-how, we introduce poster 
presentations as part of the syllabus in the courses. The requirements of poster designs – succinctness of information 
and visual attractiveness – will test the analytical skills, a must for the literary students, as well as creativeness of the 
students in their designs. 
2. Purpose of Study 
How can students be taught to select suitable reading tools without compromising their own position? How can 
we raise their consciousness of issues which happen repeatedly around them? Certainly teaching and learning about 
literature cannot solve the problems of the world, but if we can, in some small way, make a difference in the way in 
which they read and comprehend societal issues, we would have taught them the skills to last a lifetime. Therefore, 
to sensitise them to the realities of violence against women, we provided them with the categories of violence and 
the statistics where domestic violence cases increased by 47% from 2555 cases in 2003 to 3756 cases in 2007 
(Royal Malaysian Police, 2008) . 
Violence against women, as Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl Wudunn (2009: xiii) have termed, is “a malignancy 
that is slowly gaining recognition as one of the paramount human rights problems of this century” because it denies 
women the right to live in a safe environment. The scars of abuse may disappear in time, but both the personal and 
emotional pain involved is immeasurable. More alarmingly, we have to contend with the children who may be part 
of the vicious cycle, witnesses to their parents’ problems and growing up thinking that violence is normal (Kristin A. 
Kelly; 2003). Therefore, it was our aim to educate young Malaysians that violence against women is criminal. More 
importantly, we argue that domestic violence is not a private matter within the four walls of a home but a problem 
which needs to be discussed more openly, and is made as part of their learning. 
3. Method 
In order to make the learning a practical exercise which also involves keeping track with local and international 
news, being engaged in collaboration, and being drawn into making decisions, we strategized the teaching of 
domestic violence issue into four stages as shown in the diagram below: 
Figure 1: Stages of fact to fiction 
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In stage one, we incorporated domestic violence as a topic in the syllabus by incorporating a local play entitled 
Polishing by Charlene Rajendran which shows two Malaysian middle-class Indian women dealing with the abuses 
from their family members and how they walk away from the scourge. The play demonstrates that women of any 
race, religion, and place can be victims of abuse. In stage two, we asked the students to read and analyse local and 
international reports on domestic violence in the media. Based on the issues that they have found, they were required 
to find a text (prose or poetry) which matched the reports. It was an exercise that involved analyzing two kinds of 
narratives – the newspaper reports came without embellishments of details but raw and first-hand exposure while the 
literary text was enhanced with characterization, points of view, symbols and metaphors. We therefore highlighted 
that fiction can arise out of fact. In stage three, the students made comparisons between the two kinds of narratives 
and presented them in the form a poster. By its nature, a social science research paper cannot be condensed in the 
same way as a scientific report is written. Nevertheless, the literature student who can capture the essence of a 
particular text in the form of a poster is one that can combine words and images in striking and meaningful ways is 
on  her  way to  becoming a  critical  analyst.  In  the  fourth  stage,  the  students  presented  their  posters  to  explain  the  
philosophy behind their designs such as the choice of words and fonts, selection of reports and literary texts, 
preference of images and symbols.  
The whole exercise embeds an element of cooperative learning that takes place. Cooperative learning is an 
“instructional use of small groups so that students’ work together to maximise their own and each other’s learning” 
(Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1993: 9). As Jacobs, Power and Loh (2002; xi) emphasise, cooperative learning 
“encourages students to see peers through the cooperative window, as resources, as people to share with, as fellow 
adventurers in the search for knowledge.  
4. Findings and results 
The students produced remarkable posters which captured the essence of the newspaper reports and the chosen 
literary text. In Figure 1, the students chose to highlight child abuse. They selected pertinent news reports such as 
“the child had been hit with umbrellas and pieces of wood,” and contrasted them a poem entitled “Sleepless Nights” 
which depicts the voice of a child who articulates her pain of abuse “sad, tearful and alone,/with broken bones/ I am 
all alone.” The young girl is doubly abused, physical by her own mother and sexually by a family friend, but she 
could not disclose it to her mother. However, the students went beyond portrayal of victimization to show an 
awareness to change the situation. They gave the abused persona a sense of agency by showing that the child can be 
a survivor “I am reclaiming myself. I am me. I am beautiful. I AM SURVIVOR.” These words of encouragement 
and change are feminist in their stance. They illuminate a consciousness and the possibilities of change.  
Figure 2. Child Abuse 
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Figure 3. Domestic Violence 
In Figure 3, the students compared domestic violence reports with a novel entitled Mirage by Sohair Khashoggi, 
a story of pain and anguish of a Muslim woman caught in tangle of physical abuse. In designing their poster, the 
students showed awareness of several issues – the definition of domestic violence, the statistics in Malaysia, the 
quotations from various women such as Evelyn Cunningham’s telling phrase that “women are the only oppressed 
group in our society that lives in intimate association with their oppressors” and Marina Mahathir’s that Domestic 
violence is “primarily caused by gender inequality where women are viewed as lesser beings than men and therefore 
have to be submissive, controlled and exploited by men.” The balance which the students tried to strike by showing 
both Western and Malaysian perspectives showed their awareness between Eurocentric and ethnocentric 
perspectives. The findings of the project can be summarised as below: 
Table 2: Comparison of fact and fiction
Poster Fact Fiction 
Figure 2 Child abuse  
Girl tied up and confined in toilet 
Labourer jailed for 20 years for daughter’s abuse and death  
Neighbours should have done something sooner  
Man held over abuse of baby boy 
“Sleepless Nights” (poem)
A female child being physically hurt by her own mother: 
“Why does mommy hurt me?”
She is sexually molested by a man known to her: “A man 
in front of me/ touching me”
She is all alone in her pain: I’m all alone/ No one to help 
me off the floor” 
Figure 3 Domestic Violence
Man splashes acid on wife after she refuses sex
Teen “sells” fiancée to settle gambling debt
Teenage model who married Malaysian prince “flees abusive 
marriage”
The Good Shepherd Welfare Centre continues noble gesture 
as it celebrates its 50th anniversary
Statistics of violence in Malaysia
Quotations about domestic violence 
Mirage (novel)
The female victim is physically abused: “Her scalp felt 
like it would tear from her skull” – physical pain
There is a sense of doom and despair: “There was no 
escaping. She screamed. Surely someone would come - a 
servant, anyone. But no one did” – loneliness and sense of 
despair 
5. Conclusion 
As teachers of literature, we have often lamented that students are ignorant of social and current issues. They are 
caged in the ivory tower, preoccupied mostly with reading tasks and assignments. By bringing into the classroom 
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issues which are important as part of their learning processes by including topics such as domestic violence and 
sustainable environment, we would be doing our social responsibility of nurturing these young minds to be more 
overtly aware of their surroundings.  
Indeed, the students felt that the project raised their awareness of domestic violence. As one of them elaborated, 
“I was not aware of the kinds of violence inflicted on women. How can people we are intimate with and those who 
love us cause such harm?” Many other students felt they understood the taboo around the suppression surrounding 
domestic matters, and this project helps them to break this wall of silence. This recognition is important because it 
has given these students knowledge which they can use to act on in the future.  
This method of teaching and learning is designed to provide students with grounding in participatory methods 
where they are engaged in real settings so that they may explore the ways in which literary texts are mimetic of the 
real world. We hope to give students opportunities to identify their own ethnographic orientations within the domain 
of literary studies and to develop the research methods, interpretive procedures, and conceptual frameworks 
specifically related to real gender issues. By connecting textual materials with the private and the public domains, 
students will be able to explore how texts are negotiated, interpreted and given meaning by the reader or viewer. By 
using poster designs as part of their leaning, we hope to encourage them to become confident, critical readers of 
practical and theoretical materials and collaborative learners of the future. 
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